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Italian East Africa, and had reduced the whole of this vast area to
British and Ethiopian control at a trifling cost in casualties.
Early in July, 1941, General Auchinleck took over the Middle
East command from General Wavell, and to guard against the grow-
ing danger of a German penetration through Turkey or the
Caucasus into Iraq or Persia, reorganised his forces into two
armies, the Eighth under General Cunningham in the Western
Desert, and the Ninth under General Wilson in Palestine and
Syria ; General Quinan's Tenth Army in Iraq and Persia shortly
afterwards came under his command.
In the Western Desert, the defence of Tobruk was vigorously
maintained by the Australian o.th Division under General
Morshead, which was replaced in mid-October by the yoth
Division under General Scobie, but apart from this the late summer
and autumn of 1941 passed without major events. By mid-
November General Auchinleck had under his command nine
infantry divisions (50th and 7oth British, 6th, yth and 9th Austra-
lian, 2nd New Zealand, ist and and South African, and 4th and 5th
Indian) and three armoured divisions (yth, loth and three inde-
pendent brigades); and in accordance with his instructions the
Eighth Army, which had the equivalent of infantry and two
armoured divisions with some 650 tanks, assumed the offensive
against the seven Axis infantry and two armoured divisions, with
some 500 tanks, the bulk of which, however, were much superior
to ours in fighting power. However urgent from the strategical
point of view, this bold move could be justified only by an optimistic
estimate of our tactical prospects, and while the resulting victory
was much to the credit of our forces, it was not surprising that is
should be incomplete.
The Eighth Army was now organised in two corps, the Xlllth
under General Godwin-Austen (2nd New Zealand and 4th Indian
Divisions and a tank brigade) and the XXXth under General
Nome (ist South African and 7th Armoured Divisions and three
tank brigades), General Cunningham's plan was to send the
XXXth Corps to turn the southern wing of the enemy's frontier
defences and seek out and destroy his armour in the area west of
them ; it was then to link up with General Scobie's yoth Division
sallying out from Tobruk to the south. The combined forces were
next to establish themselves on the Sidi Rezegh ridge astride the
enemy's line of communication to the west. Meanwhile the XIIIth
Corps was to move round to unite with them and attack his posi-
tions from the rear.
The offensive was successfully launched on November 18 and
the enemy, caught in the act of preparing an assault on Tobruk,
had hurriedly to switch his armoured forces southwards to recover
his lost positions on the Sidi Rezegh ridge. This he succeeded in